















mentioned that contemporary 
legends "fasten particularly 
onto the automobile, chief 
symbol of modern America." 
Evoking freedom, power, 
coming-of-age, and more than 
a hint of sex, the automobile 
continues to dominate 
American urban legends, as 
indeed to affect much of 
American social life and 
popular culture as well. So 
it's no surprise that a goodly 
portion of the ULs both in 
this chapter and scattered 
through others are about 
Americans' love affairs with 
their cars, as well as about 
some love affairs conducted 
partly in their cars. 


















































































































































































































of the family, but in urban 
Legends that treatment is 
more like what you'd love to 

M T M A i do to a hated sadistic sibling 

r f n n i than t0 a beLoved old 

U t N U b grandparent. And even when 

an animal in a legend 
occasionally seems to get the 
upper hand (paw? claw? 
flipper?), the end results still 
tend to be tragic for the 
unlucky beast. Okay, so an 
occasional rattlesnake, 
tapeworm, or earwig gets the 
better of a human, but this 
isn't exactly a Lassie-type 
animal character, is it? Poor 
critters! 
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("Ha Ha! They ate their 


grandmother's ashes!") You be 
the judge: Is this sort of thing 
HORROR funny -funny, funny-peculiar, or 

LEGENDS J ust P^ aln unfunny-horrible? 

Much of the horror in these 
legends comes from what the 
characters in the story do not 
know — The killer is upstairs! 
The hand was licked by a mad 
murderer! The smell comes from 
a decaying body hidden in the 
hotel room! The nervous humor, 
such as it is, comes mainly from 
our sense of relief that we're not 
involved in that particular 
adventure, being (of course) 
superior in wisdom and insight 
to the stories' victims. 
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than of the actual incidents 
described. The "Barrel of 
Bricks" (page 110), for 
example, has been performed 
ACCIDENT as a funny stage routine by 
LEGENDS sever al comedians, and it was 
also turned into a pseudo¬ 
folksong ("Dear Boss"); but 
the slapstick misadventures 
described, about the poor guy 
on the construction job, 
would (as the first panel 
shows) put him in intensive 
care for weeks. Then there's 
"The Ski Accident," my 
personal favorite (page 104). 
Murphy's Law rules in this 
chapter. 
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SEX AND 
SCANDAL 
LEGENDS 


limed that "The Blind 
Date" (page 121) incident 
had really happened to him. 
When I wrote to Ann and 
explained how old and 
widespread — not to mention 
outdated — the story is, 
she replied that dozens of 
readers had told her the same 
thing, and she signed herself 
"Red-Faced in Chicago." She 
ought to be embarrassed, 
since her column reprints 
"The Nude Housewife" (page 
139) as a true tale about 
once a year. But who can 
blame her? These are great 
stories of sex and scandal, as 
long as they happen to a 
FOAF and not to ourselves. 
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In real life, many everyday 
crimes are just predictable 
and depressing incidents — 

■ : ' • dismal series of muggings, c; 

thefts, holdups, shopliftings 

and tho like Mnct nf nc 
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In real life, many everyday 
crimes are just predictable 
and depressing incidents — a 
dismal series of muggings, car 
thefts, holdups, shopliftings 
and the like. Most of us, 
thankfully, have little 
experience with the likes of 
murders, jewel thefts, 
CRIME terrorism, or international 
LEGENDS s Py 1n 9' except in mystery 
novels and other media 


products. The perspective on 
crime that urban legends 
provide is of rather ordinary 
criminal acts that lead up to 
an unexpected and often 
ironic and humorous plot 
twist. The most common 


legend-crime is theft, 
involving anything from a 
cookie (page 159) to a kidney 
(page 154). 








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































classification system must 
have a -final "Miscellaneous" 
|| category, and so this is mine. 
I flatter myself, probably, by 
grouping academic legends 
with those about celebrities, 
or dare I say about "other 
celebrities"? On the other 
CELEBRITY hand, here are professors 
RUMORS and students sharing the 

ACADEMIA sec ti° n with the likes of 

I rr ru nc Bozo the Clown (page 199), 

L C 0 C A M n not t0 men tion Richard Nixon 

iwiTcrci i a m r n lie (page 202) ' And what ' s Jesus 

MISCELLANEOUS doing here? He's obviously 

involved in one legend here 
as just another variation of 
"The Vanishing Hitchhiker." 
This is where I came in! 

(See Chapter 1.) 
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